Cellular protein and RNA antigens in autoimmune disease.
Antibodies directed against soluble cellular antigens are a distinctive feature of systemic autoimmune disease. We have examined 22 autoantibodies in sera from 1111 patients and present the disease associations together with a biochemical analysis of the antigens. The data emphasize the clinical specificity of the antibodies and the restricted number of cellular components that commonly elicit an immune response. In several instances, serological relationships between antibodies mirror biochemical relationships between the corresponding antigens. The antigens are mainly proteins and are often present in complexes with additional protein or nucleic acid molecules. In myositis the antibodies react chiefly with cytoplasmic antigens such as aminoacyl-tRNA synthetases, in contrast to the mainly antinuclear response in SLE. It is argued that both environmental stimuli and genetic factors govern autoantibody specificity, and that molecular characterization of the cellular antigens may yield clues to the aetiology of the disease and of the concomitant, specific autoimmune response.